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FRANKTHORNE

began his career in comics in 1949, penciling
romance comics for Standard Comics. He drew
the Perry Mason newspaper strip for King
Features, plus a multitude of stories for Flash
Gordon, Jungle Jim, Green Hornet, and many
more. However, his most remembered stories
are those he did for Red Sonja, the iconic
swordswoman from Robert E. Howard's Conan
mythos. Thorne's stint illustrating Red Sonja’s
adventures in the Marvel Feature comic series.
led to a successful ongoing solo series— which
had a much celebrated run from 1976 to 1979.
By establishing Red Sonja as a ferocious and
beautiful female barbarian in a chainmail
bikini, Thorne's artwork launched the character
into becoming a popular fantasy archetype.






OEBPS/images/i120.jpg





OEBPS/images/i008.jpg
7.

- 4

‘>
o &

—
3 ~or uNysuALTo| || 1T RATHER RARER
or. & ALl

os 7O DREAM OF.
PO, NIGHT L Yan BEAUT/FUL, SCARLET-
N HAIRED WOMEN..,
WOMEN WHOSE
FLASHING GREEN

IT'S SLEEPING
NOW, BUT SHOULD
UCH AS

50 MUCH
ALTER THE RHYTHM
OF YOUR BREATH. ..

A= %%

9,

BRUCE FRANK
JoNES ¥ THORNE
WRITER ARTIST
ROY THOMAS, EDITOR
FEATURING THE HEROINE CREATED BY:
ROBERT E. HOWARD

MARVEL FEATURE™ is published by MARVEL COMICS GROUP. OFFICE OF PUBLICATION: 575 MADISON AVENUE, NEW YORI

Published bi-monthly Copyright ©1975 by Marvel Comics Group. i i rights reserved 575!

New York, N.Y. 10022. Vol. 1, No. !, \anuary, 197G issue. Price 25¢ per copy in the U.S. and Canada. Subscription

$4.25. Foreign $5.50. No similarity between any of the names, characters, persons, and/or institutions in this magazine with those of any living or dead.,
person or institution s intended, and any such similarity which may-exist is purely coincidental. Printéd in the US.A.






OEBPS/images/i009.jpg
N Py

Caiy” REST QUIETLY NOW, WHILE
o e
LOOT YOU'VESTOL|
v A
“l -~






OEBPS/images/i004.jpg
DYNAMITE PRESENTS

:i?;%k%jsé“s"e FRANK THORNE'S

ART EDITION

CHAPTERS

4 INTRODUCTION
Rov THomas

7 BLOOD OF THEHUNTER

[FRANK THORNE AND BRUCE JONES

25 BALEKLIVES!

FFRANK THORNE AND BRUCE JONES

42 EYES OF THEGORGON

FFRANK THORNE AND BRUCE JONES

60 THEBEAR GOD WALKS!

FFRANK THORNE AND BRUCE JONES

77 BEWARE THE SACRED SONS OF SET!

FRANK THORNE AND ROY THOMAS

94 THE BATTLE OF THE BARBARIANS!

FRANK THORNE AND ROY THOMAS

11l COVER GALLERY

ORIGINALART BY FRANK THORNE
COLLECTION DESIGN BY JOSH JOHNSON

REMASTERED PAGES BY MIKE KELLEHER AND JOSH JOHNSON
SPECIAL THANKS TO MARK MCNABB





OEBPS/images/i005.jpg
A Thorne In My Side

A Personal Reflection by Roy Thomas

Does anybody out there remember the old Reader’s Digest?

1 don't know if that magazine still carries it, but there used to
be a popular feature in each issue titled “The Most Unforgettable
Character | Ever Met™—or words to that effect.

1 suspect I'm not the only person on Earth who couldve writ-
ten one of those columns about Frank Thorne.

Now. understand—I don't know Frank all that well. Never did.
In fact. he was only a fuzzy name to me on the 1975 day that some-
one—either the Marvel Comics editor-in-chief currently occupying
that seat in those days when we were all playing “musical thrones.”
or maybe production manager John Verpoorten—suggested him to
me as the new artist of the new book-length "Red Sonja” feature | was
writing and editing for Marvel Feature.

1 knew Thorne had been the illustrator of Gold Key's Mighty
Samson series. which had had just a bit of the Conan/sword-and-sor-
cery feel | was looking for... and | rather liked it... so | said. fine by me.

Little did | know what | was getting myself. and the world of
comics, into!

Up to that point, Marvel's Red Sonja—a permutation ofa hero-

ine called Red Sonya (yes. with a “y’) that | had run across in one of
Robert E. Howard's non-Conan adventure yarns—had been drawn by
several artists already associated with Conan himself.
Barry Smith (soon to be Windsor-Smith) had designed her when he
and | had adapted that Robert E. Howard story. “The Shadow of the
Vulture” giving her a chain-mail shirt and what amounted to red “hot-
pants’: loved the shirt, hated the pants, but I let it go.

Later, Spanish illustrator Esteban Maroto had sent in a pin-up
of Big Red clad her in peekaboo armor that revealed more than it
concealed or shielded. | liked that so much that | decided it should
be adapted as Sonja's future apparel.

So Big John Buscema did his own riff on the Maroto version
for her second guest appearance opposite Conan. He made the
thing work.and Sonja finally had her look.” as far as | was concerned.
(As far as most readers were concerned, too, I'd soon learn.) | gave
her aline or two of dialogue that explained her rationale for wearing
armor that tantalized more than it protected. Some readers, not all
of them female. hurled vilifications at me for that: but | figured that,
even taking into account the considerable Robert E. Howard content
of the warrior woman, Red Sonja was more my creation than theirs,
s0 | ignored them. Let them make up their own “she-devil with a
sword” if they wanted to make their own notion of a feminist out of
her. I still think that. Strongly.

When he drew the new story in the first issue of Marvel Fea-
ture, Dick Giordano naturally followed John's lead. But Dick was too
busy with other obligations to continue the strip on a regular basis
So was Gil Kane. who penciled the cover of MF #1.

So—enter Frank Thorne!

I don't recall if the two of us ever met in person in my few
months remaining in New York before | moved to LA. in mid-1976. |
was t00 busy with various things. including the ending of my seven-
year marriage. to devote myself to Sonja as Id originally intended.
Something had to give, so | asked a talented young acquaintance of
mine, Bruce Jones. to write a few issues of the mag until | could dive
back in. Bruce had been writing and drawing some thoughtful, Al-
Williamsoneque stories for my black-&-white comic Unknown Worlds
of Science Fiction... and he came through with some fine, moody
scripts. though he always knew it would be a temporary gig. Since
he wrote full scripts in advance. not in what was then called “Marvel
style” (plot first. then pencils, then dialogue). the first I really saw of
Frank's Red Sonja—though he may well have turned in a sample
sketch that I've forgotten and wish | hadnt—was when the finished

artwork for Marvel Feature #2. "Blood of the Hunter” found its way to
the desk | still had at the Marvel offices.

1 was knocked out! Yes, there was perhaps a bit more of a sex
kitten, sensuous-Barbie look to Sonja than | had expected. But Frank
madeitwork. Probably part of the reason it worked is because Frank
did the whole package. He penciled. he inked. he even lettered.
Bruce had given him a script (I don't recall if | saw it before it was
drawn or not. though | probably did) that started out with a four-panel
splash page. followed by nine panels on each of the next two pages.
and seven or eight each on the next several pages after that—plus a
fair amount of captions and dialogue. which Frank lettered a bit larger
than, say. one of the Rosen brothers would have. But between what
Bruce wrote and what Frank drew, the story pulled you in. It had a
sort of artsy intensity, if that's not a contradiction in terms.

Skimming through that first issue before | got down o a seri-
ous read, | was struck by the way Frank divided up his panels. He was
happy to omit panel borders entirely. if it worked for the story. When
Sonja stole a horse. she galloped off as she and her mount spilled
over into panels above, to the right. and below her—the kind of sto-
rytelling that my publisher and mentor Stan Lee didn'tlike, but never
bothered me atall, along as the storytelling was clear. On page 4 she
rides hard down the left side of the page after her quarry—and a
branch that begins in panel 4 knocks her prey off his mount in panel
5. The aerial POV of the aftermath of the bloody slaughter at an inn
on page 5 was so effective that it didn't matter that much of the scene
was obscured by the three panels that came after: you had already
seen all that you needed to. As had Sonja. in a tall panel that only
needed to show one of her eyes to get across her feeling of horror.

And on and on, throughout the rest of the issue!

By the time I'd finished reading and editing Marvel Feature #1,
there was no doubt in my mind: Frank Thorne had the Red Sonja
berth for as long as he wanted it!

Frank delivered on the covers. too. He filled every square inch.
every square centimeter, with something interesting t the eye.
(Carmine Infantino would have said that Franks drawings irritated”
the eye—but hed have meant that in a good sense.) Not that there
isnt a case to be made. as well,for leaving pregnant blank spaces in
artwork—but this was Frank's approach. and he made it work for him,
just as he had the panel breakdowns. There's never been a better
Red Sonja drawing, in my humble opinion. than the cover of Marvel
Feature #4. which is Thorne’s homage (of a sort) to Frank Frazetta's
very first Conan illustration, the cover of the Lancer edition of Conan
the Adventurer.

Frank and Bruce made a wonderful team, with Balek the me-
chanical golem and the savage Bear-God spread over those four
fierce issues. | almost felt guilty coming back in and yanking Sonja
away from Bruce—but his scripting stint had always been a limited
run.and he knew it.

There was a subtle—or maybe not so subtle—change in
Franks storytelling once | took charge with MF #6. Since | was giving
him only a several-page synopsis to work from, not a full script. there
was no need—and no desire on my part—for him to draw so many
panels a page. But Frank was no less creative. He gave me a won-
derful Karanthes, priest of Ibis—a Messantia (o rival anything that john
Buscema was doing around the same time over in Conan the Bar-
barian—and I think we both enjoyed taking those then-current urban
myths about blind. albino alligators in the New York City sewer sys-
tem and turning them into a menace out of shadow-haunted Stygia.
What's more, over the next couple of months, Frank more than held
his own as Sonja’s storyline merged with that of Conan and his pirate
queen Belit. | particularly enjoyed Sonja and Conan's battle with a
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giantserpentin MF #7as the reptile writhed and coiled amid a moun-
tain of skulls whose mouths were horribly agape.

After that issue. sales had been strong enough that Red Sonja
was given her own tidle.

And Sonja was given something else as well: her very own
comics convention. held in the wilds of New Jersey in that wonderful
year 1977.

Others would have to tell you how it came about, but | saw to
it that | got out there from my new digs in California. I wouldnit have
missed it for the world—but I still got more than I'd expected! Frank
was in attendance. yes—but this was a slightly different Frank from
the one that | had spoken with on the phone (and perhaps had even
encountered in person once or twice).

This was The Wizard—Frank in full beard and robes (and did he also
wear a pointy hat?)— either immersing himself in the fantasy that
Red Sonja, or just s likely pulling Big Red into his own bigger-than-
life fantasy: There were nubile young women—several of them—mas-
querading as Red Sonja... and even one playing Red Sonya, from
Robert E. Howard's quast-historical story. Angelique Trouvere.a volup-
tuous exotic dancer— but a down-to-Earth and extremely likable per-
son—was one of the Sonjas. Another was Wendy Pini, who in years
to come would make a name for herself as writer, artist, and creator
of Elfquest.a somewhat Tolkinesque series that would spawn aworld
of its own. The other Sonjas were notable, as well.

Never one to waste a chance for publicity—or just to have a bit of
fun—frank soon turned the “Wizard and Red Sonja Show” from that
con (for which | believe he had written the basic script) into a comic-
style story that | was pleased to run in The Savage Sword of Conan. |
never considered trying to impose myself on it as the scripter. As
someone said of another Frank. in another context: “This is Frank's
world—we just live in it!”

Unfortunately. just as we were gearing up to give Red Sonja her own
comic, | was becoming again too busy to write it. But, under my new
writer/editor contract with Marvel, | was responsible for it. | also did
not wish to relinquish it and my connection to Frank's version of
Sonja... so. not long before | left New York. I asked my friend Ed Sum-
mer if he wanted to try his plan at plottinga Sonja story. Ed turned in
anice unicorn story... that | was t0o busy to script.

In the meanwhile, though. through Ed. I had met a film editor friend
of his, Clara Noto, who was about to move back to Hollywood to take
ascreenwriting job. Clara and | had dabbled on a screen treatment
about a female sword-and-sorcery hero, so | asked her if shed like to
take a stab at writing dialogue o go with Ed's plot—and with the
breathtaking pictures that Frank had drawn to tell the story. She did—
1did a bit of rewriting and editing—and Red Sonja #l was born.

For my personal convenience. and to pay Clara’s bills, I. then she.
moved to Los Angeles, where we continued to co-write Red Sonja.
Clara didn't think of Big Red in quite the same Howardian terms that
I did. because of my long involvement with a certain Cimmerian.
Rather,she looked for ways to paint with a wider fantasy brush—while
lalternately encouraged her and reined her in over the months that
followed.

And always there was Frank Thome. bless him! Besides continuing
t0 draw and letter. he even took over the coloring of the new maga-
zine, with my blessing. He drew war-faring ships whose sails you could
feel filling with relentless wind. He drew great, claustrophobic cities
in which the long alleyways seemed even narrower and more
shadow-stricken than you'd think they could be, while steep stairs led
up to unimaginable mystery. If Clara (now rechristened Clair) tossed
Frank a hall of mirrors out of Orson Welles' film The Lady from Shang-
hai, Frank turned it into a skeleton-reflecting nightmare. Her concept
of a Theatre of Monsters inspired Frank to render a sort of Grand
Guignol of the Hyborian Age. but with far more horrifying thespians.
Inissue #5 he rendered a two-headed dragon to end all two-headed

dragons. | was surprised that his construct of the Singing Tower on
the splash page of issue #6 made it past the Comics Code. Tiny bee-
like wartiors filled panel after panel. and almost obscenely poured
their “heavy, golden nectar” down the throat of their new intended
queen—Sonja. And all the while these enormous windows, com-
posed of what seemed to be an infinite amount of touching circles,
surrounded them. When Clair tossed him a tale inspired by Hannibal
and his elephants, he drew mammoths (or was it mastodons?) that
seemed a hundred times more menacing than any pachyderm I'd
ever seen. Along the way. Wendy Pini and Christy Marx (another up-
and-coming female writer of S&S comics) contributed a story or two,
aswell. Buctwhoever the writer, there was an almost “Oriental” (what-
ever that word means) opulence about Frank's art. It closed in on
you,sometimes nearly smothered you, never let you have any breath-
ing room—and, under his spell. you didn‘t want any.

In some ways, when | saw Ridley Scotts Alien a year or two later, with
its Giger-designed world of weird wonderment. it seemed to me that
I had lived through much of it before—when working with Frank and
Clair on Red Sonja. Both had this claustrophobic. suffocating, yet fas-
cinating atmosphere about them.

But then. alas. after Red Sonja #1l (cover-dated Sept. 1978). Frank was
suddenly gone.

Don't ask me why he left. He quit. Certainly nobody fired him. If
my memory is correct, he simply decided that he'd done Sonja, and
he wanted to move on to explore other fantasies that he could write
himself. whose destinies he could more fully control. This was notan
unreasonable wish. and there were no hard feelings on my part—and.
1 hope. not on his—when he departed. to swiftly develop his Ghita.
who seemed to me like Red Sonja taken in a more sexual direction
thatwould not have been possible at a mainstream comics publisher
in the 1970s. You'll have to forgive me if. sometimes when | pore over
a Ghita story, it seems to me as if she is Sonja unplugged. as it were.
Red Sonja struggled on for a while—if “struggle” is the right word
when the artists involved include John and Sal Buscema and Frank
Brunner—but sales had never been really strong on the Sonja title.
Frank was, in his way. an artist's artist... like Steranko, like Windsor-
Smith, like a small group of other comics’ illustrators who turn out
highly individualistic work. Sometimes it sells. sometimes it doesn't.
Sometimes the audience finds such a series in sufficient numbers o
keep it going—and sometimes, well—sometimes the audience fais.
Sometimes it opts for the ordinary, and lets the extraordinary wither
on the vine.

ButweTe not here to celebrate the Great God of Sales—and in any
event, frank Thorne’s Red Sonja was hardly some basket case. just
because it wasnit racking up Amazing SpiderMan numbers,

We'e here to celebrate Frank Thorne—and his rendition of Red Sonja.
Robert E. Howard may have conceived her. after a fashion—I may
have developed her into a Hyborian Age heroine—Smith and Maroto
and Buscema may all have made their own considerable artistic con-
tributions to the launching of her saga.

But. in one sense. the Red Sonja of the 1970s will always belong to
Frank Thorne.

And.in another sense—I suspect that Frank will always belong to her!
Bless you, Frank! Long may you reign!

Roy Thomas has been a writer and often editor in the field of comics.
primarily for Marvel and DC Comics. since 1965. He still writes the
occasional comic book and had worked with Stan Lee on the Spider-
Man newspaper comic sirip since 2000. He also edits Alter Ego, a
magazine that deals with the history of heroic comics from 1935 to
1975. His lovely and razorsharp wife Dann is a redhead—and he has
0 keep reminding himself that he met her after he'd developed Red
Sonja. not before!
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